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STAR WARS 
And The 

MUPPET MOVIES 
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Article by J. STEIN 

F ive years ago f Jim Hen- 
son, creator of The Mup- 
pets , began work on a 
film project of startling original- 
ity . It was to be an adventure 
story set in another world and 
another time , a story that married 
film and fantasy in a way never 
before attempted. There would be 
no "reality" as we know it , either 
human or natural , and yet every- 
thing would be totally , palpably 
"real." 

The Dark Crystal was a project 
for which Henson was uniquely 
suited. As Co-producer /Co- 
director / Performer, he has 
brought to it 25 years of experi- 
ence in creating entertainment 
magic. Through film and televi- 
sion his creatures of foam and 
fabric have become tangible he- 
roes to millions around the 
world. 

For Henson an early fascina- 
tion with film and television led 
to an interest in puppetry. During 
his college years Henson won a 
local Emmy for a regular five- 
minute show on a Washington, 
D.C., television station featuring 
his own puppets, "The Muppets. " 
After being graduated from the 
University of Maryland, Henson 
moved to New York, where The 
Muppets made regular appear- 
ances on such shows as The To- 
day Show, The Tonight Show, 
and The Ed Sullivan Show. A se- 
ries often- and twenty-second 
commercials led to filmmaking. 
His short film Timepiece won an 
academy award nomination in 
1964; and a film-video collage. 
Youth 68, was cited by Variety as 
one of the best television pro- 
grams of the year. The Muppets 
have been part of Sesame Street 
since its inception ; and The Mup- 
pet Show, led by Hermit the Frog , 
became an international success, 
winning numerous awards and 
attracting an audience of some 
235 million in over a hundred 



Photos: Opposite page; top, Brian 
Froud's pre-production painting of the 
Castle of the Dark Crystal. Bottom, 
Froud's rendering of a Pod Person 
about to be attacked by a gigantic 
Garthim. This page ; top, the decadent 
Skeksis are encompased by an opulent 
feast. Center, Jen and Kira ride atop 
their landstriders. Bottom, Jen enters 
Aughra's amazing observatory. 
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The Dark 
Crystal Art 
of Brian Froud 

Photos: This page; top row, left to right, 
Brian Froud's pencil sketch of a "Pod Per- 
son. " The actual "muppet"' creations of 
the pale pod people are amazingly close 
to the original concepts. Aughra, the an- 
cient astronomer is a wrinkled and 
somewhat frightening sight to behold. 
Second row. left to right, colored pencil 
sketches of some female Pod People re- 
veal a simple ageless benevolence. The 
four-armed urRu are sketched out in 
their first draft in this pencil and wash 
drawing. This somewhat more ' "flat- 
tened "' version of Aughra the astrono- 
mer reveals his face was changed and 
forehead raised for the final makeup. 
Third row, left to right, the final Pod Peo- 
ple muppets gather for conversation. 
The final urRu design in the movie is 
highly accurate to its first design. Bot- 
tom a final piece of finished pre- 
production art by Brian Proud shows an 
urRu at work weaving with all four 
hands on an archaic loom. Opposite 
page; clockwise, a pod person nurses 
Kira back to health. Kira and Jen sneak 
into the Castle of the Dark Crystal. An 
urRu weaves on an ancient loom. The 
deceitful chamberlain is banished by the 
dying Skeksis emperor. The evil "scien- 
tist"' Skeksis questions a shakled Pod 
Person. 
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countries. Henson produced The 
Muppet Movie in 1 978 and most re- 
cently directed The Great Muppet 
Caper. 

In order to invent an entirely dif- 
ferent look for The Dark Crystal, 
Henson brought on as conceptual 
designer Brian Froud, an English 
artist whose work he felt was akin 
to his own vision of this fantasy 
world. Born in Winchester, Eng- 
land, Froud studied graphic design 
at Maidstone Art College, and was 
graduated in 1971 as an illustrator. 
He worked first as a freelancer, il- 
lustrating books, magazine stories, 
and a children’s edition of A Mid- 
summer Night’s Dream before 
moving to Devon to concentrate on 
his increasing fascination with the 
world of fantasy. The Land of 
Froud, an anthology of his work, 
was published in 1977; and 
Faeries, which he co-illustrated 
with Alan Lee, was a bestseller in 
the United States. 

Frank Oz, premier puppet per- 
former and his long-time associate 
with the Muppets, then joined Hen- 
son as co-director. Oz met Henson 
in 1963 while studying journalism 
in California and was asked to 
travel to New York for a six-month 
tryout with the Muppets. He has 
been associated with Jim Henson 
and The Muppets ever since, and 
has become a major contributor to 
the Muppets’ success, bringing life 
to Miss Piggy, Fozzie Bear, and 
many other Muppet favorites. Oz, a 
vice president of Henson Associ- 
ates, also performed Yoda in The 
Empire Strikes Back, has ap- 
peared as an actor in The Blues 
Brothers and An American Were- 
wolf in London, and co-produced 
The Great Muppet Caper. 

Gary Kurtz (Co-producer) is one 
of the most successful film pro- 
ducers in recent years. His last two 
films were Star Wars (winner of 
seven Academy Awards) and The 
Empire Strikes Back (winner of two 
Academy Awards). After majoring 
in cinema at the University of 
Southern California in Los Angeles, 
Kurtz set out to gain as wide a vari- 
ety of practical knowledge and ex- 
perience in the film industry as 
possible. He worked in almost ev- 
ery technical craft job on countless 
low-budget films and television 
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documentaries over several years 
before becoming associate pro- 
ducer of Two Lane Blacktop and 
Chandler. He then teamed with 
writer/director George Lucas on 
American Graffiti, ultimately co- 
producing that film with Francis 
Coppola. Kurtz and Lucas then 
spent four years making Star Wars. 

Under the direction these four 
men the brilliant performers, de- 
signers and technicians of the 
Henson organization then set to 
work to push the state of their own 
art past all known boundaries. And 
the result of this collaboration is an 



astonishing visual experience; a 
beautiful and revolutionary work 
that brings new dimensions to our 
perceptions and our dreams, and 
that will be seen as a remarkable 
advance in the use of the film me- 
dium. 

THE STORY 

Out of time and place the world 
of The Dark Crystal is beautiful and 
strange with a secret, sometimes 
frightening ambience. It is a world 
of fantasy and imagination where 
the forest and swamp breed dan- 
ger and mystery. Creatures 



strange beyond experience hop, 
crawl, and skitter, singing sweetly 
or shrieking in unknown lan- 
guages. Here everything is alive. 
Plant and tree have the gift of 
speech, water murmurs the music 
of forgotten days, and the possible 
replaces the impossible as moun- 
tain and rock become moving be- 
ings. The very air is alive with the 
scent and magic of ancient mys- 
teries. And dominating all is the 
mystery and the power of The Dark 
Crystal. 

Beyond the mountains and wil- 
derness, across the vast and hos- 



tile desert, rising above a land- 
scape shorn of life and vegetation, 
sits the castle Of The Dark Crystal. 

The baroque and turreted castle 
was once a glowing, fantastic crys- 
talline structure; but now, dimmed 
by ages of corruption, its grandeur 
is hidden by layer upon layer of filth 
and decay. 

The story of The Dark Crystal is 
the story of a land unplaced in time 
or space, dominated by an evil 
breed called the Skeksis. Once a 
tribe of exalted thinkers and crea- 
tors ruled the land from a glittering 
castle in the heart of which a great 
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Crystal glowed with power gath* ceed uninterrupted, the rule of the death, he has been raised by the tells Jen this must be found and re- 

ered from the world’s Three Suns. Skeksis will be confirmed forever. urRu, a clan of strange, unworldly turned to its rightful place before 

But a thousand years ago, a terri- The castle is guarded by and impractical mystics, for the the imminent Great Conjunction, 

ble and mysterious convulsion Garthim, fierce warriors encased day when he will be assigned the when the world’s Three Suns will 

shook the world. The Crystal in shell-like armor who enforce the task of discovering the secret of come together as one. If Jen fails, 

cracked and darkened, the reign of Skeksis’ rule. There is only one the Dark Crystal and restoring its all things whole and good will for- 

the Skeksis began, and gradually thing the Skeksis fear: an ancient light . . . and true balance to his ever be destroyed, 

the castle, the land, and its new prophecy that the Gelfling, a race world. Even as the Jen’s urRu Master 

rulers degenerated until all be- of elfin creatures, will somehow Jen is brought up by urSu the lies dying, so, too, does the Em- 
came dominated by greed and de- destroy their power. To save their Master, wisest of the urRu, certain peror of the Skeksis, creating 
cay. The corrupted Crystal became dynasty, these cruel rulers have that this young Gelfling is the last of within their ranks rivalry,’ anger, and 

the key to the Skeksis’ power and tried to eradicate the Gelfling race, his race. But Jen’s sheltered life is dismay. In a power struggle be- 

the center of their strange rituals, and believe that they have sue- shattered by the death of his Mas- tween the strongest of the Skeksis, 

As the story begins, a mighty astro- ceeded. But unknown to them one ter who, with his last breath, sets the Chamberlain and the Garthim 

nomical occurrence is about to Gelfling boy, Jen, was saved from Jen a task. He shows him the im- Master, the Chamberlain loses his 

commerce. If it is allowed to pro- the Garthim’s claws. Plucked from age of a small shard of crystal, and challenge to win the throne, is 
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stripped of his power, and is 
banished from the castle. 

Meanwhile, Jen, wrenched from 
the tranquility of the valley of the 
urRu, is thrust into an adventure 
filled with danger and excitement. 
As he travels through the alien wil- 
derness landscape alive with 
strange, chattering creatures, a 
Crystal Bat bearing a seeing crys- 
tal betrays his existence to the 
Skeksis. terrified that the ancient 
prophecy will be fulfilled, they send 
their Garthim warriors to track Jen 
down and destroy him. 

Reaching the astonishing obser- 
vatory of Aughra the astronomer, 



Jen finds the crystal shard and 
learns something of his destiny. 

The terrible Garthim attack, and 
in order to escape, Jen plunges 
into the swamp, lost and frightened 
by creatures of bizarre appear- 
ance. There Jen is astonished to 
meet Kira, a Gelfling girl, and real- 
ize that another of his kind is alive. 

Kira has been sheltered by Pod 
People, simple peasants who live 
hidden in the depths of the forest. 
She guides Jen to her village; and 
during a happy, roistering feast Jen 
is so entranced that he wants to 
abandon his quest and stay forever 
with Kira and her friends. 



This moment of happiness is 
destroyed by a Garthim attack. 
Some of the Pod People are cap- 
tured for transportation to the cas- 
tle, there to become slaves of the 
Skeksis. Jen and Kira flee into the 
forest, where Jen, believing him- 
self at fault, vows to give up his 
task. He and Kira stumble into the 
ruins of an old Gelfling village. Wall 
carvings tell the story of the Gelfl- 
ing prophecy, and Jen and Kira dis- 
cover the true meaning of the crys- 
tal shard and the urgency of Jen’s 
mission. 

The Skeksis’ outcast Chamber- 
lain surprises them there and of- 






fers his hand, promising friendship 
in place of fear. Jen is tempted, but 
Kira is quick to mistrust; she urges 
Jen to heed his Master’s dying 
words and reject the Chamberlain. 

The confrontation hardens Jen’s 
resolve, and he is determined to re- 
turn the shard to the Dark Crystal. 
On strange, long-legged beasts 
that Kira has befriended, they race 
at incredible speed to the castle. In 
a vicious fight with Garthim guard- 
ing the entrance Jen and Kira are 
forced over the cliff and fall to the 
base of the castle, where, dragging 



themselves over the mountainous 
rubbish, they find an entrance 
through the castle sewers. 

Climbing up through the sewers 
they again come face to face with 
the disgraced Chamberlain. Once 
more he tries to persuade them to 
come with him, but when he is 
again rejected, he attempts to kill 
Jen and drags Kira to the Council 
Chamber. The Garthim Master or- 
ders her taken to the Scientist’s 
laboratory, where she will be 
drained for her life-force. Impris- 
oned among hundreds of crea- 



tures of the forests and fields, Kira 
calls on all her powers and incites 
them to break out of their cages to 
freedom. With time running out Jen 
fights his way to the Crystal Cham- 
ber. There the Dark Crystal floats, 
shining purple, and the castle 
dome is open to the sky where the 
Three Suns are poised to form the 
Great Conjunction. The Skeksis 
gather for their power rejuvena- 
tion, and Jen, in one final desper- 
ate attempt, lunges forward to try 
to complete his quest and fulfill the 
ancient prophecy. ■ 






